. Telephone: +44 (0)1227 823090.
Previous literature has identified some gang members as ‗reluctant gangsters' where neighborhoods peppered with gangs and crime make youth fearful of victimization and lead to perceptions that their world is a dangerous place (Pitts, 2007) . Such threat can play multiple roles within and between gangs. Threat from neighborhood gangs can push a group of youths towards developing into a gang, it can also reinforce the collective identity and group cohesion, and lastly, it can be responsible for an increase in further gang violence (Decker, 1996; Decker & Van Winkle, 1996) . Therefore, it might also be expected that gang members experience threat from other groups of youths, and thus see gang membership as offering them protection. As Klein, (1995) observes: -.....in the gang there is protection from attack ...... It provides what he has not obtained from his family, in school, or elsewhere in his community‖ (p.78). As such youth who become involved in gangs may be those who experience most threat from others.
Our study
Comparisons are all too rare in the gang literature (Klein, 2006) and so by comparing gang with non-gang youth this study provides us with an opportunity to examine some of the psychological processes that differentiate gang members from non-gang youth. In addition, by comparing varying levels of gang involvement we can begin to pinpoint some of the unique or shared psychological characteristics at each level (Decker & Curry, 2000) . Since it is not necessary to be a full gang member in order to experience the effects of gang membership (Curry, Decker, & Egley, Jr., 2002) , these comparisons will help us to understand more about the differences between youth who are not gang involved, those who are not, as yet, fully committed to gang membership, and those who are fully fledged members. This allows us to gain a greater understanding of the processes involved in the development of gang membership and also highlights ways to circumvent these processes, which is an area lacking in existing research (Klein & Maxson, 2006) . Also, if we could identify the psychological factors that underlie a tendency to join or form a gang then we may be able to identify at risk youth, and add to a more comprehensive theory of gang development (see Wood & Alleyne, 2010) . And since the most successful intervention programs targeting delinquency address social, cognitive, and behavioral processes (Hollin et al., 2002) , these psychological factors could be used to construct more successful interventions to reduce gang membership.
Our approach includes an examination of different levels of gang involvement.
Researchers acknowledge a loose and fluid hierarchy within and around the gang, consisting of gang members and youth who exist along the gang's periphery (Stelfox, 1998; Esbensen et al., 2001; Curry et al., 2002) . For example, Curry and colleagues (2002) examined the differences in delinquency for young people with no gang involvement, gang involvement but not members, and gang members. They found that the fluid and gradual process of increasing gang involvement had significant effects on delinquency and although they could not speak directly from a developmental perspective, their findings highlight the potential for a developmental trajectory of gang involvement. Previous research has labeled these ‗gang-involved non-members' as peripheral, fringe, and/or wannabes (Spergel, 1995) . For the purpose of this study, levels of involvement were defined and labeled as follows: gang members -those who fit the aforementioned Eurogang definition; peripheral youth -those who do not identify themselves as gang members but may participate in gang-related crime and activity; and non-gang youth -those who do not identify themselves as gang members and do not engage in any form of gang related crime and activity. When examining the effects gang membership has on delinquency in conjunction with the extent of involvement with the gang, this may highlight the processes that facilitate gang involvement (Thornberry et al., 2003) .
Our expectations were that gang members and peripheral youth would commit more overall delinquency, and specifically minor offenses, property offenses, and crimes that harm people, than non-gang youth. We also expected that gang members and peripheral youth, when compared to non-gang youth, would see status as more important, perceive more threat from others, have higher levels of moral disengagement, and possess higher levels of antiauthority attitudes.
Method

Participants
Participants were recruited from five London schools. The mean age of the sample was 14.3 years (SD = 1.74, range = 12-18) with 566 boys (71%) and 231 girls (29%). A large proportion of the sample reported that both parents were born in the UK (50%), 14% reported that one parent was UK-born and the other was not, and 36% reported that both parents were immigrants to the UK (see table 1). A total of 1041 questionnaires were returned of which 798 (77%) were used for analyses. The remainder were discarded due to lack of, or incorrect completion of questionnaire items. The inclusion criterion was that participants were aged between 12 and 18 years as this age group has been identified as most at risk for gang membership (Spergel, 1995; Rizzo, 2003) . For participants who were 12-16 years old, consent was provided ‗in loco parentis' by either their teachers, head teachers, or deputy head teachers (the schools viewed parental consent as unnecessary as long as all ethical stipulations were abided by, i.e., voluntary participation, withdrawal opportunities, and research information provided upon request). This not only allowed for our very high participation rate of 77% (Esbensen and colleagues (2008) support a threshold of 70%), but also the inclusion of a more representative sample in light of the existing biases (e.g. students who were ill, tardy, or truant ) associated with sampling in schools (see Esbensen et al., 2008, for review). The older participants (17-18 years old) provided their own consent.
INSERT TABLE ONE ABOUT HERE
Measures
The youth survey: Eurogang program of research (Weerman et al., 2009) . This is a comprehensive instrument consisting of 89 items including information on demographic characteristics such as age, gender, and ethnic background (coded as 1 = UK, 2 = Mixed, 3 = Other). Ethnic background was measured as follows: UK -both parents were born in the UK; Mixed -one parent was born in the UK, the other parent was born outside the UK; Otherboth parents were born outside the UK. This instrument is also designed to identify those who do and do not belong to a gang according to the Eurogang definition and is useful in highlighting risk and protective factors for gang membership.
Gang membership. Group affiliations were first assessed: e.g. -In addition to any such formal groups, some people have a certain group of friends that they spend time with, doing things together or just hanging out. Do you have a group of friends like that?‖ Participants who responded -yes‖ were then asked questions assessing gang membership. According to the Eurogang definition's four components the following were measured: youthfulness -i.e., all members of the group were under the age of 25; durability -the group had been together for more than three months; street-orientation -responding -yes‖ to the item -Does this group spend a lot of time together in public places like the park, the street, shopping areas, or the neighborhood?‖; group criminality as an integral part of the group identity -responding -yes‖ to the items -Is doing illegal things accepted by or okay for your group?‖ and -Do people in your group actually do illegal things together?‖. Peripheral youth (n = 75) were identified by a two-cluster analysis of the remaining participants' responses to their group's durability, street orientation, and criminal identity. This analysis used a k-means algorithm where each case was assigned to the cluster for which its distance to the cluster mean was smallest (Norusis, 2009) . The result of the analysis being two groups with the most similar responses, i.e. the non-gang group had low group durability, were not street-oriented, and little to no criminal identity; the peripheral group had been together longer, were streetoriented, and were more likely to have a criminal identity.
Delinquency. The delinquency measure was divided into three sub-groups in line with Esbensen and Weerman's (2005) previous work. All responses were assessed using a 5-point Likert-type scale: -never‖, -once or twice‖, -3-5 times‖, -6-10 times‖, and -more than 10 times‖. Minor offending consisted of two items: -During the past 6 months, how often have you avoided paying for something such as movies, bus or underground rides‖ and -purposely damaged or destroyed property that did not belong to you.‖ Property offending consisted of four items: e.g. -stolen or tried to steal something worth less than £50‖ and -stolen or tried to steal a motor vehicle.‖ Crimes against person consisted of three items: e.g. -hit someone with the idea of hurting them‖ and -attacked someone with a weapon.‖ Overall delinquency consisted of 16 items including all of the above with additional items: e.g. -carried a hidden weapon for protection‖ and -sold illegal drugs‖ (see table 2 for full list).
Perception of out-group threat.
The perception of out-group threat was measured by one item that was created by the authors: -How much do you feel threatened by other groups of youths?‖ Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from -not at all‖ to -very much‖.
Social status scale (South & Wood, 2006) . South and Wood's (2006) 18-item scale measures perceptions of the importance of having status. Participants responded to a Likert-type scale with five options for each item ranging from ‗strongly agree' to ‗strongly disagree'. The items included various scenarios regarding respect, e.g., -At school students respect people who can fight,‖ -At school good looking people are popular,‖ and -At school if people pick on the ‗nerds' they get respect from other students‖ (South & Wood, 2006) . (Bandura et al., 1996) . Bandura and colleagues' (1996) scale consists of 32 items assessing agreement or disagreement with statements regarding moral disengagement strategies. Four statements assess each of the eight mechanisms: moral justification, euphemistic language, advantageous comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, distorting consequences, attribution of blame, and dehumanization of victims. The value of this scale lies not only in whether it can assess if people are willing to set aside their moral standards in order to achieve a desired outcome, but also in its ability to identify specific cognitive strategies used to do so.
Mechanisms of moral disengagement scale
Attitude toward formal authority scale (Reicher & Emler, 1985) . Reicher and Emler's (1985) Attitude to Formal Authority Scale assesses youth attitudes towards authority figures such as school officials and the police. We used the 17 items discussed in Reicher and Emler's (1985) publication and responses were assessed using a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from ‗strongly agree' to ‗strongly disagree' on statements regarding attitudes toward various encounters with authority.
Procedure
First, this study was approved by the School of Psychology Ethics Committee. All students in each school who met the inclusion criterion (i.e. were between the ages of 12 and 18) were asked to participate in this study. Questionnaires were administered in a classroom following a full verbal briefing regarding the purpose of the research. However, to avoid response bias participants were not told that the research was evaluating gang membership.
Instead they were told that the questionnaire was evaluating the nature of their friendship groups. All participants were told that their responses were confidential and would remain anonymous and that their responses would have a code which would be given to them on their debrief sheet so that if they chose to withdraw, their data could be identified and destroyed. They were also told that their participation was voluntary, which meant they could leave the study at any time without penalty. Following this briefing, participants were given the opportunity to leave the study if they wished to do so. Questionnaires took approximately 60 minutes to complete after which participants were debriefed verbally and provided with a debriefing sheet which reiterated the purpose of the study, provided information on how to withdraw their data if they chose to do so and offered the researchers' contact details should they have further questions.
Results
Data were entered into SPSS where analyses were conducted using a p < 0.05 level of significance. Reliability analyses were conducted on each scale except for the variable outgroup threat because it was only one item. The analyses confirmed that all scales had a 
Membership
Of the 798 participants, 59 (7%) were identified as gang members, 75 (9%) were identified as peripheral youth, and 664 (83%) were identified as non-gang youth.
Demographic characteristics
Using a oneway ANOVA, we found significant age differences between groups (F(2, 795) = 13.22, p < 0.001, partial η 2 = 0.03). Bonferroni post-hoc analysis revealed that gang members (M = 15.37, SD = 1.50) were older than peripheral youth (M = 14.43, SD = 1.68, p < 0.01) and non-gang youth (M = 14.18, SD = 1.74, p < 0.001). However, there were no significant differences between peripheral and non-gang youth (p = 0.74). Also, there were no gender (F(2, 795) = 1.71, p = 0.18, partial η 2 = 0.004) or ethnic (F(2, 795) = 0.31, p = 0.73, partial η 2 = 0.001) differences across levels of involvement.
INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE
Criminal activity Table 2 shows the prevalence of gang members, peripheral youth, and non-gang youth who reported committing each type of delinquency at least once in the past six months. As discussed previously, individual scores were summed to provide totals for minor offending (see table 3 for adjusted means). Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate pairwise differences among the adjusted means for minor offending, crimes against the person, and overall delinquency. The LSD posthoc analysis showed that gang members scored higher on minor offending (p < 0.05) and overall delinquency (p < 0.01) than non-gang youth. The results also showed that peripheral youth scored significantly higher than non-gang youth on the crimes against the person measure (p < 0.05) and overall delinquency (p < 0.05).
INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE
Psychological characteristics
We conducted a second MANCOVA to see whether the psychological measures showed that gang youth scored significantly higher on both anti-authority attitudes (p < 0.05) and the perceived importance of social status (p < 0.01) than non-gang youth. The results also showed that peripheral youth perceived social status as more important than non-gang youth (p < 0.05).
INSERT table 5 for adjusted means). Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate pairwise differences among the adjusted means for euphemistic labelling, displacement of responsibility, and attribution of blame. The LSD posthoc analysis showed that gang members scored higher on euphemistic labeling (p < 0.05) and attributions of blame (blaming the victim) (p < 0.01) than non-gang youth. The results also showed that peripheral youth displaced responsibility more than non-gang youth (p < 0.05).
INSERT Our data cannot speak to this, but this is certainly testable in future work.
Previous findings have shown how once a collective identity has been formed even the mere awareness of an out-group (possibly a rival gang) is sufficient to motivate the group to defend its reputation (Emler & Reicher, 1995; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1982) .
However, perceptions of out-group threat did not appear to have a significant relationship with gang involvement. It could be that threat could have a dynamic relationship with gang involvement (similar to self-esteem). Even though we might expect gang members to perceive higher outgroup threat due to the increased risk of victimization gang members face (Decker, 1996; Decker & Van Winkle, 1996) , it could be that the protection the gang offers ameliorates the perception of threat. In short, gang members feel protected by their membership and do not perceive other groups as a threat.
Further examination of each of the specific moral disengagement strategies provides a clearer idea of precisely how gang members view/justify their behavior. Gang members, significantly more than non-gang youth, sanitize their language using euphemisms. This could be a mechanism they use to cope with the extremity of gang violence. Since peripheral youth did not score as highly as gang members on this subscale, it could also be argued that this is part and parcel of the developmental processes that underlie gaining membership into the gang. Peripheral youth, more than non-gang youth, displace the responsibility of their actions onto others. This finding, in conjunction with peripheral youths' violent offending suggests that they think they are fulfilling orders passed down from ranking gang members.
This provides support of an implicit (or maybe an explicit) understanding of gang roles; and adds further support to Thornberry et al.'s (2003) developmental perspective. If we consider these findings in terms of the age differences mentioned previously, it adds further support to the idea that gang membership functions on a developmental process where, as noted above, membership roles are framed by gang member age (Decker & Van Winkle, 1996) . Lastly, gang members are more likely than non-gang youth to blame their victims for their behavior.
Arguably, if their victims are rival gang members, they justify their offending behavior and the behavior of their gang as an act of justified retaliation. However, our findings cannot identify the profile of gang victims and so we cannot be sure as to why gang members take this view of their victims.
Our results also showed no significant effects for moral justification (the end justifies the means), diffusion of responsibility (the more people involved in the harm done, the less I can be blamed), advantageous comparisons (comparing personal behavior favorably to acts that are considered to be worse), dehumanization (victims are sub-human, devoid of normal human qualities), and distortion of consequences (ignoring, minimizing, or disbelieving the harm done). These findings suggest that gang members and peripheral youth are fully aware of the consequences of their actions. That is, gang members, in particular, take responsibility for their actions rather than diffusing it among their gang peers. Perhaps this results from their individual identity merging with the collective identity of the gang (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1982) ; i.e. they see themselves more as a collective than a group of individuals and this collective is marked by an identity which includes a group language (i.e. euphemisms) and an ingroup/outgroup distinction where it is acceptable to blame outgroup members but not ingroup members. Future research could explore this concept further.
Nonetheless, our findings indicate that gang members and peripheral youth make little attempt to disregard or minimize the consequences of their actions and for the most part they seem to accept responsibility for the actions they take. This is particularly disturbing when considered in terms of their violent behavior.
Even though the prevalence of gang members (7%) was marginally high for a British Esbensen & Huizinga, 1993). Previous literature has also shown that the proportion of female gang participation has been difficult to measure due to, in most cases, the nature of their involvement (Spergel, 1995; Bennett & Holloway, 2004) . For example, police reports suggest females typically do not commit ‗typical' gang crimes (Spergel, 1995) , therefore, studies based on police surveys may be biased towards those who only commit gang crimes. One explanation for this could be the finding that the female gang role is traditionally subservient and their recruitment is partly (if not wholly) for their income potential as sex workers (Thornberry et al., 2003) . In this way, police data may include a smaller representation of females as their crimes, i.e., prostitution, may not be categorised as gang-related. Self-reports, on the other hand, produce a higher prevalence for gang membership amongst females (Bennett & Holloway, 2004 ) and since we used self report methods, this may also account for our findings of comparatively high levels of female gang membership.
The fact that our study shows the prevalence of girl gang members (9%) to be higher than the prevalence of boy gang members (7%) may also reflect a developmental trend. For instance, previous literature shows that females age-in and age-out of gangs earlier than do males (Esbensen & Huizinga, 1993) and since our age range was 12-18 years we may have captured this effect. It may also be that gang members at the upper end of the age range (and hence more likely to be male) were less likely to be still at school. Alternatively our findings may reflect a geographical developmental trend. It may be that as gangs continue to develop in London, females feel more threatened. As such they may become more involved in gangs either because their friends have done so and/or because they feel they need protection from the escalating number of gangs in their area. This is an idea that future work could examine more specifically.
There are some limitations with this study. The sampling of high school students was burdened with the standard vagaries of such a procedure. The sample excludes students who were ill, tardy, or truant. This could result in an under-representation of the target gang member population considering that gang youths are prone to truancy (Young, Fitzgerald, Hallsworth, & Joseph, 2007) . On the other hand, even though the proportion of gang members is within range of previous research, we must acknowledge the seriousness of the current findings. It seems that gang membership is more prevalent in London than previously reported. Another limitation is that participants completed their questionnaires in a classroom setting, which may have affected their responses. However, since the collection of data was overseen by the researchers and no interference was observed we can only assume that responses were genuine. The data collected on ethnic backgrounds do not tell us how long the participants lived in the UK (i.e. if they were born, raised, or newly immigrated to the UK).
This limits our ability to assess the full impact of ethnicity and whether growing up within or outside the UK has an effect on gang involvement. However, the UK literature has shown that gangs develop more in terms of regional lines than ethnicity (Bullock & Tilley, 2002) , and this has been reflected in prisoners' group formation and involvement in gang-related activity (Wood, 2006) . Furthermore, this cross-section does not allow us to identify causal directionality; however, it does permit us to make educated inferences stemmed from previous research. Lastly, the findings may have been biased by common method variance due to the data solely collected via self-reports. However, for the purpose of assessing the respondents' perceptual and experiential constructs, not to mention the sensitive nature of some of the items, self-report was deemed to be the most fruitful method (see Chan, 2009 ).
For example, this allowed us to assess gang membership implicitly whereby participants were not asked to self-nominate themselves as gang members, thus avoiding any definitional issues.
Clearly more research examining the psychological processes behind gang formation and gang-related crime is necessary before we can reach any meaningful conclusions regarding the motivations for gang membership, develop theory (see also Wood & Alleyne, 2010 ) and devise appropriate interventions. We also need to understand more about how gang membership develops across time and the factors that contribute to what appears to be, at least from the current findings, a developmental process. Such understanding would contribute significantly to the development of gang theory and hence future research.
Conducting longitudinal research would be the most informative method for examining gangs since it would help to clarify the developmental processes involved in gang membership. However, further cross-sectional snapshots would add to our understanding of the cognitive processes that underlie young people's involvement in gang and criminal activity and help to devise interventions to target gang involved youth. The most successful intervention programs targeting delinquency address social, cognitive, and behavioral processes (Hollin, et. al, 2002) . However, as yet, no current gang prevention programs include cognitive-behavioral interventions (Fisher, Gardner, & Montgomery, 2008) . Our study shows that socio-cognitive processes deserve more consideration than they currently receive in the development of interventions to tackle gang activity. Future research also needs to consider the differences and similarities between different levels of gang membership.
The incorporation of the psychological processes that delineate non-gang youth, peripheral youth and gang members expands previous research and highlights the importance of examining individual differences in the cognitive processes that relate to gang membership. We are still a long way from developing the interventions needed to address gang membership. However, our findings show that by identifying cognitive processes associated with gang membership there is potential for developing interventions to address youth interest in gangs before they develop into fully fledged members. Table 5 Adjusted means and standard deviations for the eight moral disengagement strategies
